Necessity by Karagianis, Pete
Sketch
Volume 66, Number 2 2002 Article 2
Necessity
Pete Karagianis∗
∗Iowa State University
Copyright c©2002 by the authors. Sketch is produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press (bepress).
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/sketch
Necessity 
By Pete Karagianis 
It was waking up to light intruding through the cracks in my beaten , w o r n shades. It was 
finding the bruise from the obtrusive spring in my mattress to be larger and darker. It was the 
smell of gasoline and stale diet soda. It was the noise of angry drivers on the streets outside. 
It was the dirty buildings and broken window-s. 
But here I was. Most believed I would not have even made it this far, no t even to this 
beaten up, dying second story apar tment . My mothe r said I d idn ' t have it in m e , my father 
didn' t say anything. Of course, it was kind of hard for him to voice an opinion from a thou-
sand or so miles away. I wonder if I would have been the same shel tered, cute little girl to him 
that my mother saw. 
"A social worker? Have I taught you nothing?" 
She didn' t like the idea of my psychology major. But I d idn ' t care. It was what I wanted 
to do. I suppose I had never really envisioned the reality of my chosen profession. I saw the 
people that couldn ' t afford the higher priced "professionals". I was a city shrink. I saw people 
no one wanted, sometimes not even themselves, and people who just needed something to 
help them out a little. These were the people who needed me , not the "All the stress of 
buying a new car and having two children at the same t ime" people w h o would gladly fork 
over fifty bucks plus per hour to complain. 
But that's not a fair description; they had their p rob lems , too. 
Breakfast was cold; it always was. Not having to heat things up made it easier for m e to 
sleep later. The shower was warm out of necessity; no r the rn Illinois in the winter did not 
provide the most ample environment for cold showers early in the morning. I worked in 
Chicago, the nor th side, relatively close toWr ig ley Field, but not right on top of it. 
The drive to work was short and loud. Morning traffic is ter r ib le . Growing up in a 
smaller town, I was used to much less yelling and honking. A few years here had hardened my 
driving, however, and now my middle finger was gett ing just as comfortable as everyone 
else's. 
My white , three-story building looked very out of place in its surroundings. It was 
crammed in be tween a weed-infested empty lot and a small br ick pub. The first two stories 
belonged to some kind of design firm and the City of Chicago N o r t h Mental Health Clinic 
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( C C N M H C ) was allotted the top floor. Its small parking lot was always jammed with the cars 
of both employees and patients. The one perk about sharing the place was the large reception 
desk by the entrance of the first floor. It was technically for the design g roup but I am more 
than certain that they fielded their share of quest ions for us as well. 
And then it was the coffee. Steaming; hot enough to scald the entire upper roof of my 
mou th and parts of my tongue , s trong enough to wake me up, to pull me out of the morning. 
Passing through the front of our floor I was handed a couple Iblders from the receptionist , 
some inrl working her way through school. She was nice enough, tried to stay out of everyone's 
way, neat , on t ime, exactly what I wanted in a secretary. 
There were five of us, tota l , in the office. Since we each scheduled meetings with our 
patients independently, you never knew who was going to be working with you on any given 
day. Coffee in one hand and folders in the o ther I passed through the waiting room, down a 
short hallwav and into my small, messy office. 
I sat down behind my desk, placing the folders in front of me and my mug on top of 
t hem. I leaned back in mv chair and rubbed my eves. 
"Hey kiddo, you busy today?" 
I removed mv hands from mv face to see Chuck in the doorwav. He always called me 
kiddo. Not his fault, I ^uess, mavbe when I ^et to his a^e I will call people kiddo, too. 
"I dunno , let me take a look here real quick," I sat up and almost knocked my cup of 
coffee over as I reached for the top folder. I opened it and looked at the first sheet of paper. 
"Well I 'm busy m o r e or less through lunch but my afternoon lightens up a little. Why, 
what 's up?" 
"Oh nothing, just have something I should talk to you about. Maybe around four?" 
Another quick look at the schedule, "Yeah that should be fine." 
Chuck smiled, "You O K , Sam? Look a little beaten up." 
"Yeah, yeah, I 'm fine. Just need to wake up a little, 1 guess." I picked up the coffee, 
"That's what this is for," I said with a gr in . 
"Sure, OK. Just don ' t wear yourself out on m e , now." 
"OK I won ' t , " I smiled again. 
Chuck pat ted the doorframe twice , his t r ademark for leaving the room, "Cya later, kid," he 
left. 
Charles Franklin Wilson was , at my best guess, bo rn somet ime in the late 1930s. He was 
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easily the nicest person I had ever me t , generally speaking, an a t t r ibute that made h im seem 
even more out of place in this small, one-floor office working wi th some of the least nice 
situations in the great city of Chicago. 
Chuck had been marr ied happily until his wife died a fewr years ago. Most of the people 
here now still r emember his first day back after it happened; he d idn ' t say a damn thing, just 
picked up his folder and went right to his office. It was his first day back in two weeks and he 
didn' t say a word to anyone. Of course, he slowly g rew back into his job and eventually 
almost re-embodied the smile that he had been. But somet imes I wonde red if he should be on 
the other side of the desk, if for only one session. 
It was the messy papers on my desk and the burn ing coffee. It was the barely noticeable 
stains on the carpet . It was my job. 
It was almost eight-thirty. My first patient would be in any minu te . O u r hours here 
started at eight, officially. Usually we did appointments on the hour, but I was very flexible. I 
had an ei^ht-thirty because I didn' t have anyone else scheduled until t en . 
Mv phone rana It was the secretary informing me that my appo in tmen t had arrived. I 
thanked her and walked out . Always walk your patients to your office; never let them come 
to vou. It is some sort of unwr i t ten rule . 
Mv first patient of the day was Bob. Construct ion worker Bob. Mid-life crisis Bob. But 
for now that was OK because, for one hour this week, Bob could just sit down and ta lk .That 
was what he needed, and it was nice for me, too. Bob was not as severe as some of my cases, 
thankfully. The morning would start off pleasantly and calmly. I smiled and shook his hand 
and led him into my office. I sat in a comfortable chair in front of my desk; he sat in one 
opposite me. I offered him coffee, he politely declined. Bob was coming here thanks to his 
insurance; I ^uess construction workers have pret ty good medical coverage. 
"How was the week?" I always began with something simple. Bob told me how his week 
was. Bi^ job downtown, boss a little upset that they 're behind schedule, kids doing well in 
school, except Billy, who had to go to t ime out for not sharing the Lincoln logs during show 
and tell. The dog he bought one of them is having housctraining issues, but he thinks that the 
kids can handle it OK. Bob says nothing about himself. 
"Well, sounds like a busy week," I smiled, "what about you, how are you doing?" 
" O h . . . tired I guess." 
I know close to nothing about the occupation of cons t ruct ion , but I am sure that if I had 
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to pick an adjective to describe it, t i r ing would most likely be the one. 
"Job?" 
"Yeah, a lot of things." 
I asked him to explain. He was conce rned about the kids' college money, the rise in 
heating prices , his aging, the fact that his wife never asked him how he was. 
"Have you talked to her about that?" 
"No," Bob was not a confrontational p e r s o n . . . at all. I could see the stress leave his 
shoulders , however, every t ime he walked into my office. And, as soon as he left, I could see 
it climb back on , alon^ with his yellow hardhat . I needed to fix that. 
We chatted further. He was definitely having problems figuring out what he wanted and 
how to get it. He also needed someone to listen, maybe not even help, just listen. Bob did not 
have many people to listen in his life. His few friends at his job were all a few vears younger 
than he and unmar r i ed . 
For the hour, Bob talked and I l istened. I s u ^ e s t e d things, offered advice, did my job. 
Then the hour ended. Bob politely thanked me , I walked him out , offered him coffee one 
more t ime, and watched as he replaced his hat and left. 
1 walked back into my office. It was a mess, I was tired, and the cold air penetrating our 
minimallv heated building did not help much at all. 
But here I was.This was my office.The place looked almost exactly like the one I used to 
visit my m o m at when she worked as a paralegal. Small, one-window corner offices, walled-
in receptionist , tiny waiting r o o m . My first job ever was as that receptionist; my m o m the 
paralegal, her boss the lawyer, m e the teenager in need of some cash. 
My first, well , my only real boyfriend used to visit me there when I was working. That 
was a long t ime ago, now. W h a t would he say? He never accustomed himself to my indepen-
dence, either. He would always say "I don ' t unders tand you," and shake his head, and I could 
tell that whole t ime he was trying to unders tand he was missing the whole point. He could 
never just take m e as I was. Always had to t ry to find out why. Always had to understand, to 
have some reason. I hadn ' t dated since. 
It was the elevator music in our wait ing r o o m , the somehow-dying fake plants. It was the 
cold, bumpy walls. 
It was ten , t ime for my next appo in tment . 
Par t of working for the city was no t choosing your patients, and them not choosing you. 
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Sometimes it worked out, o ther t imes it d idn ' t , somet imes you helped, o ther t imes vou 
didn ' t . Sometimes you got Bob, other t imes you didn ' t . 
My phone rang and I walked out to greet Hoffman. I smiled, he managed a meek effort 
at one, and I led him back to my office. Hoffman's real first n a m e was Greg, bu t everyone he 
knew knew him as Hoffman and so that was what I called him as well . 
Hoffman had been referred to us by a local Alcoholics Anonymous facilitator. He was 
twenty-three years old. And for an hour, I was Hoffman's wor ld . 
For someone like Hoffman I had to do three things. First, I had to get inside h im, find out 
what makes him tick and tick for him for a little while. Second, I had to find what it was 
inside his world that prevented him from ticking correctly. And third and finally, I had to take 
the broken ^ear and fix it. 
And now I was inside Hoffman's world. I was rebelling against a d runk , abusive father. I 
was committ ing mv first robbery at the a^e of fifteen. I was smoking marijuana heavily by 
eleventh grade. I was an alcoholic before I got my high school diploma. I d ropped out of 
college two months before aet t in^ a decree . I hated mvself for slowlv becoming the d runk 
father I rebelled against. And now I was afraid. I was afraid because I was in Alcoholics Anony-
mous and mavbe, just maybe, they would be able to help m e . I was afraid because if I sobered 
up and this shrink person managed to get my head on straight I would be a jobless, dishev-
eled, twentv-three year old college drop out living with a friend w h o covered mv ren t out of 
pity and once again I would have to do something with my life wi thout alcohol. 
I hated to say it, but Hoffman looked defeated. He looked beaten and t i red. But it was 
not my job to tell him this. It was my job to find what it was in him that made his friend, his 
roommate , cover his rent , lock him in a room, and br in^ th ree recovering A A m e m b e r s to 
the locked door every day for a week. What it was that brought him back here five minutes 
early each week, what it was that made him apply to a communi ty college last mon th (he 
didn't tell me this, of course, I had to find it out from his r o o m m a t e ) to finish his decree . I 
had to find what it was that made him fear that I might just succeed in my duties. 
I had been working with Hoffman for almost five mon ths now. The first few sessions I 
held with him I could smell the alcohol on his breath, but that s topped in the first m o n t h . 
Now he wore old but clean clothes, made an effort at combing his hair, as m u c h an effort as 
a mean can, I suppose, and actually responded to most of my quest ions. 
I was Hoffman for an hour, and then Hoffman was gone. Almost as soon as I had been pu t 
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into his world I was taken out of it. And Hoffman, his father, his sobriety, or lack thereof, his 
guardian angel of a r o o m m a t e , and his icar left the office, accompanied by a small, timid wave 
on the way out . 
I tu rned around and took a heavy, deep breath. 
It was Hoffman's world . It was the b roken lampshades in the waiting room, and the tired 
look on the eyes of the patients waiting the re . It was the dirty chairs. 
"Rough morning?" It was Sarah, the receptionist . 
"Yeah, a little. I didn ' t ^et much sleep last night." 
"Well maybe this will make it a little easier on you, your eleven just cancelled," she 
handed me a slip of paper. "She wanted to reschedule for t omor row at noon, you had an 
opening so I penciled her in." 
"Thanks," I mumbled , taking the small slip of paper and reading it carefully, as if I didn' t 
already know what it said. 
I went to lunch early, and staved out of the office late. I usually ^o as close to noon as I 
can, but thanks to the cancellation I had two hours to do nothing with. I walked because 
driving would have been pointless. I:\cn if I made it through midday traffic I would have 
never find a parking spot anywhere . 
Usually I ate at the small restaurant across the street from my building, but today I had 
extra t ime and wanted to get to the new Italian place I had been meaning to try. Mannarelli 's 
was a new, quick lunch or d inner place. They had a pickup counter if I was in a real hurry, but 
1 wasn ' t so after order ing I sat down at one of the heavy tables with red and white checkered 
tablecloths. 
I took my two-hour lunch slowly, savoring each bite of the Fettuccine and garlic bread. 
O n the way back I made sure to stop by the Walgreen's and pick up some breath fresheners. 
I passed the recept ionis t , Sarah, again, on my way back through. 
"Uh, Sam, there 's just a no te here from Chuck for you. Don ' t forget to stick around after 
your three o 'c lock for him." 
"OK, thanks." I checked my watch. It was ten minutes before one. I walked back to the 
ba th room to quickly checked my hair and straighten myself before re-emerging into the 
office. 
W h e n I came out of the r e s t room I saw my one o 'c lock had arrived. 
"Jason, Danielle, come on back," I said, greet ing them with a warm smile and a mot ion 
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of the hand towards my office. They both smiled and shuffled in behind m e . 
It was the marriage counseling. 
Jason and Danielle were both in their early thirties; I think he may have been a year or 
two older than she. 
She wanted kids, he d idn ' t yet. She wanted more of his t ime ; he d idn ' t have it to give. He 
wanted less stress in the relationship; she didn ' t knowr what that entailed. These were simple 
arguments , simple things to work through and deal with. I often wonde red about the thera-
peutic value of these two watching some of my sessions wi th o ther pat ients , bu t I think that 
may be somehow illegal and unethical, however successful. 
He had a good job; she had a great par t - t ime one. They had a nice little house a block 
over from Foster Avenue. They ordered out at least twice a week. He made sure he was h o m e 
early on the weekends. Thev were in my office. 
An hour later, they weren ' t in my office. 
My afternoon was relatively clear, and my next and last appo in tmen t was at t h r ee .Then , 
of course, Chuck wanted to talk, but I did not expect that to take too long. 
It would be, comparatively, an easy day. I would not have to deal wi th abused children 
today. I would not have to see a barelv-double-di^its a^ed d r u ^ dealer. I would no t have to see 
an almost-votin^-a^e junior high student . I would not have to do many of the things that I 
often do in a week. 
It was the anticipation of my next meetings and the lack of anticipation of my evenings 
alone in my apar tment . 
I reclined in my seat, trying^ to think of what to do after work . Usually I would JJO buy 
some TV dinners and maybe rent a movie or two. Today was a Tuesday. That meant the new 
releases for the week would be out at the video store. I made a mental no te to check that out . 
Sometimes I almost fade off to sleep when I am in my office alone. It is quiet , aside from 
the sounds of the city filtering in through the windows, and the lights are not obnoxiously 
bright. I always stop myself, however, r emember ing that the soft ring of the phone mi^ht not 
wake me up. Instead I tried to get some work done. 
It was the fatigue. It was going home and doing nothing and being exhausted but unable 
to sleep. 
The minutes passed slowly. Finally my phone rang for my three o 'c lock. I walked out 
and greeted her with a smile, as usual. 
13 
I had seen Jenny for six mon ths now and this was one of our last sessions. In t e rms of her 
reasons for being here , she had progressed very well over the past half-year, and we would 
probably see each o ther only one or two m o r e t imes. Today we were discussing how she 
would move on in the future, and how to be t t e r unders tand and conquer the grieving pro-
cess. 
Jenny liked to talk m o r e than most of my patients, but I at tr ibuted this to how well we 
related to each other. Although we were , in reality, very different, we seemed to be on the 
same page from our first mee t ing together . She had the air of independence that I liked to 
believe I have, or once had, maybe. This made things easier for me because I understood her 
much be t te r and could follow what she needed . My three o 'clock breezed by. 
The session went quickly, as they usually did with her, and my schedule was then clear. 
Not long after Jenny left, Chuck knocked on my door. 
"Hey Sam, you got some t ime , now?" 
"Yeah, sure," I nodded him in, shuffling around a few of my notes from the day on my 
desk "what 's up?" It was the mount ing pile of senseless memos , documents , and notes. It was 
the messy drawers . 
"It's about a new possible patient Sam." 
"OK," I was sort ing some things on my desk. 
"So," he began, "this man walks into my office last night, late twenties , early thirties 
maybe, r ight towards the end of closing. I was the last one here, I had a seven o'clock appoint-
ment ." 
" M m m H m m . " 
"Anyway, we talk for a few, he is asking the basics about our offices, our patients, how to 
become one , you k n o w . . . " 
"Yeah," still t rying to make sense of the documents . 
"Well, of course , I told h im about our staff and what we do and everything, so he asks to 
maybe set up an appo in tment wi th one of us." 
" O K , a n d . . . " 
"So I said sure, we can go look at the schedule right now. But he says, 'Well I won ' t be 
able to do it tonight . 'Turns ou t , he is a schoolteacher, wants to set up the appointment for a 
s tudent ." 
"Really," I am looking up at Chuck now. 
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"Yeah, kid's a foster child, been in about three different h o m e s , looks up to this guy and 
no one else. He's kind of a role model for the kid." 
"Howr old?" 
"Sixteen." 
" H m m , OK." 
"Well, not only do I not have a place in my schedule, I think you should take this one." 
I looked up. Normally new patients were just assigned to whoever wanted them or 
whoever had the most free t ime in their schedule. I don ' t recall Chuck ever saying "I think 
you should take this one." 
"Any particular reason?" I asked, putt ing down my notes . 
"Yeah, Sam, there is. I just think you should take this one," he shifted his weight and pu t 
his hands on his belt. 
"OK, fine. When does he want to meet?" 
"Wel l . . . he is in my office right now." 
"Chuck!" I stood up, obviously per tu rbed at the short not ice . 
"Well, I'm sorrv; he came when school was over." 
"Alright, Alright. I'll be there in a minute." 
It was the feeling of being rushed through my day, then rushed h o m e , then exhausted, 
then not being able to sleep. It was the cold windows, the solitary TV dinners . I picked up a 
pen and a folder and then walked down the short hallway, around the corner , and into Chuck's 
office. 
He stood to greet me, offering his hand .The kid did the same. Polite. Very impressive. 
I shook their hands and they were introduced to m e , I don ' t recall Chuck introducing 
me to them. Maybe he already had. 
"Sorry for the short notice, Brian has practice at four-thir ty today so we just wanted to 
meet and get a t ime down," the teacher, Mr. Williams, explained. 
"Oh it's fine," I said, "will you be coming as well?" I asked h im. 
"Well, I figured that you would probably decide whe the r it would be be t t e r for m e to or 
not . I just came down with Brian today because he asked m e to." He spoke gently for his size. 
Standing fully, he was well over six feet. 
"Okay, well we can decide on that later. For now let's just get a t ime down . W h e n is good 
for you?" I looked at the kid. He was skinny with short , dark hair and very tan skin. 
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" U m , Tuesday or Thursday alter practice." 
" W h e n does that get over?" I had no appoin tments on either day after five so here I was 
flexible. 
"About six." 
"Ok , is six-thirty on Thursday okay? I am free then." 
"Yeah," he said slowly. 
"Okay, well I will ^ct that down," I made a note . 
Brian thanked me and Mr. Will iams before excusing himself to go to practice. His foster 
parents were downstairs . I realized then that I had no idea what sport he played. But he was 
^one. 
I also scratched a note to myself about the video store. 
"Well," Mr. Williams s tar ted , "do you need to get the payment details set down now?" 
"Uh, yes, let's go over to the desk," I led him to the receptionist . I thought I saw a smile 
on Chuck's face out of the co rne r of my eye. 
"Do you have his insurance information?" 
"Uh, no." 
"Oh," I had assumed that this would be covered by the city or the school or the state or 
something. "OK, well if you have a check from the foster parents , we can ^o ahead and take 
care of the first meet ing ri^ht now." 
"Actuallv I am just going to give you my address." 
Now I felt stupid, as if I had insulted him in a way. "Oh, s u r e . . . certainly, let me get you 
a form. Sarah, will y o u . . . " 
Sarah had the billing information sheet in her hand before I asked. She leaned her chin 
into one hand and held out the paper in the other. 
"Thanks," I took it a little apprehensively, "here vou are Mr. Williams." It was the sur-
prise. It was the crisp paper shifting to his hands. 
"Thank you," he filled ou t the paper quickly and handed it back to Sarah. "That should do 
it," he said. "Did you want m e to come Thursday?" 
I paused and thought about it. "That 's up to you and Brian," I said. "Whatever you decide 
for the first t ime will be fine, and then I will ^o from there." 
"Okay, thank you again," he smiled warmly before pulling his coat off the rack and pre-
paring to leave. 
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It was the simplicity. It was the surprise of his address. It was Chuck smiling; from behind 
his desk around the corner. I could feel it. 
"See you, Ms. Porter,"Williams smiled. He had been told my name . I looked back in at 
Chuck, a little upset, but he was still smiling. Williams zipped his coat halfway before opening 
the door to leave. He walked towards the steps. I let the no te I had wr i t t en to myself about 
the movies fall into the garbage can. 
It was waking up at night to the TV still on. It was losing sleep to re runs . It was the 
empty video cases littering my floor each morning , the cassettes scattered haphazardly around 
the room. 
I heard Will iams' boots hitting the steps and, for reasons I could no t explain then , took 
off after them. I was moving fast and caught him only a few steps outside the door. The late 
afternoon had brought colder tempera tures and a slight drizzle. 
"Mr. Williams,'11 blurted out , only a lew steps behind him. He tu rned around, surprised 
to see me following him. 
" I ' m . . . I 'm sorry back there , about the payment, I d idn ' t k n o w . . . " I felt like an idiot. I 
also felt I was beinjj very inappropriate. 
"Oh, don ' t worrv about it. Not a big deal," he looked at m e as if I was half-crazy for 
following him out here with no coat. 
"Why are vou doing; it?"The question seemed horribly r u d e , almost dumb, but I had to 
ask it. 
"Oh," he paused, thinking, looking up the side of the building, "same reason you're doing 
what you're doing, I guess." He smiled, "Besides, I have nothing else to spend my pit tance of 
a teacher's salary on other than bad Chinese food and late movie rental fees." 
I couldn't help but let out a little bit of a shriveled, quick laugh, even though it was 
guarded. "Look, we never got introduced, I 'm S a m . . . " I stuck out my hand, "well, Samantha 
but my friends call m e . . . " 
"Sam," he in ter rupted , taking my hand, "nice to mee t you." 
"Well," I s topped, guarded again. It was hesitation. It was the long t ime it had been this 
way. "Are you doing anything right now?" 
"There is a stack of freshman book repor t s with my n a m e on it." 
"Any chance you want to go get some bad Chinese? I just got off." 
"Yeah, I may be talked into it." 
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It was the slow, cold drizzle. It was getting out of the shower to lukewarm orange juice 
and stale toast. It was going to bed tired and waking up even more tired. 
It was time for a change. 
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